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Visual media, culture and body ideals in rural Nicaragua
 

Background 

The kinds of faces and bodies we find 
attractive, and the kinds of bodies we 
aspire to, may in part be learned through 
visual experience of the faces and bodies 
around us.  The ubiquity of visual media 
(e.g. television, magazines etc) and other 
material culture with a strong visual 
component (e.g. toys) in industrialised 
populations may lead to certain body 
types being over-represented in our daily 
visual experience and thus may exert 
disproportionate influence on our body 
size and shape ideals.  These ideals can 
have consequences both for partner 
choice and for individuals’ self-esteem.  
We have been conducting cross-cultural 
research in rural Nicaragua to document 
the impact of television, via increasing 
electrification of the Peal Lagoon Basin, 
on conceptions of beauty and have found 
significant associations between television 
access and preferences for slimmer 
female figures. 

Aims and Methods 

The project(s) will consider the impacts of 
media access, via television and 
increasing access to smart phones, on 
preferences for men’s physiques in and 
around Pearl Lagoon.  Methods will 
include both correlational, experimental 
and qualitative approaches.  Fieldwork will 
be essential, although UK-based lab work 
may also form part of the project, and 
willingness to learn Spanish will be highly 
advantageous. 

Relevance 

The suggested project sits at the 
intersection of cultural anthropology, social 
psychology and health psychology. The 
results will have implications for both 
mental health issues and the media and 
will be of interest to a wide range of 
disciplines. 

 

 

Training 

The candidate will gain a deeper 
understanding of psychological and 
sociocultural factors affect body ideals, 
and the relationship between internalized 
ideals and mental health. The candidate 
will also gain a strong understanding of 
cross-cultural psychology in general, and 
the ecology and culture of the Mosquito 
Coast specifically. Besides general 
research skills, the candidate will get 
training in interviewing and thematic 
analysis, advanced multivariate and non-
linear statistics, experimental research 
methods and field-based research issues. 

Suitable for  

PhD students.  Applicants are encouraged 
to apply to the Centre for Visual Arts and 
Culture doctoral scheme. 
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